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Abstract: The main premise of this paper is to centralize the experiential mode as a
fundamental to Design Research whether by practice–based or by practice-led
knowledge. This paper will map the process of different ‘knowings’ of practice, how
they manifest themselves into critical knowledge for Design. Through this researcher’s
engagement with the experiential, came an understanding that could not otherwise
have surfaced without the practice–based inquiry and methodologies. ‘Practice’ is a
central imperative of Design, yet the nature of these activities we call ‘practices’ is
never the less complex in its critical edification and defining how it contributes and
shapes ‘culture building’ (Scrivener 2008). To advance research the knowing needs to
have ‘impact of consequence’ (Biggs 2006). While the research needs to ‘change the
knowledge’ (McAllister 2006) of the subject domain, it also often changes the nature
of the ‘practice’. Making sense of how ‘knowing practice’ can add to research of / for /
by Design education and therefore locating practice in the institute needs to be
relevant to the contemporaneous Design Research
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Design knowledge from practice(s)

This paper aims to question and debate what is ‘practice’ and how the activities that
make up a practice can and should contribute to the gaining of critical research
outcomes. Using this researcher as case study the paper will unpack the practices that
have surfaced and how they are relevant to research. Experiential practices established
the need to know techniques and processes, subjects and themes, historical and
contemporaneous societal content and contexts. While at the same time, outputs and
outcomes need to be tested for their appropriateness in answering the critical
question. This process found that outcomes had to be made because they did not
exist. Philosophical conclusions and new knowledge therefore could not have resulted
in any other critical way. No one element of the research question was in itself a
contribution to knowledge; instead the ‘package’ or conglomeration was deemed a
contribution to the domain and to new or ‘changed knowledge’. (McAllister 2009) The
rigorous critical evaluation for the experiential researcher often means there is not one
imperial view but a series of shifts and understandings that move beyond the initial
inquiry by use of different practices, research praxis and methodologies.
At the core of the research has been the practice-based methodology. Yet this
word ‘practice’ has multiple and layered connotations. This paper will tease out the
meaning and significance of ‘practice’ for Design Research education from its intuitive,
individual, introspective meaning to that of practices utilized that meet outside
dissemination and critical elevation of the research.

‘Practice makes perfect’
The notion that the more one does something, the better the ‘thing’, and the
practitioner becomes. For many a practitioner, this is a core rationale that is akin to
that of the individual’s interest in making, in materiality, in the merging of substance
and process, in craftsmanship and in the proficiency of a technique. ‘Makers establish
their positions through making ….. across a set of creative systems’ (Cohn 2012 p 38)
The strong ‘dialogue between maker and object; an interdependency between process
and intention which is linked by skill’, has unique imperatives for the art / designer
practitioner. (Harrod 1997 p351) The result is one of ‘expert’ but this accolade, while
laudable, does not necessarily mean it equates to critical research, yet, never the less is
the central requisite of practice-based research.
Often makers are cited as not critical thinkers, this is borne out of reluctances in the
past for makers to textualize the thinking, often with the belief that text or articulation
can not do better to communicate what the intuitive made object can. Makers are
thinkers and are engaged in ‘art as thoughtful workmanship’ (Edwards 1997 p349) But
thoughtful workmanship in itself is not necessarily critical thinking; the maker is
challenged to find methods for articulation and textual communication that brings the
introspective personal knowledge to the fore . The knowledge of the experiential,
sampling, honed making skills is ‘about provoking change and iterative imaginative
steps forward’. (Sevaldson 2010 p20). What is emerging with significances is the
connection between the art (design) inquiry methodologies to that of research
building. ‘I.e. a new actor that has appeared on the stage – a practitioner who reflects
upon her / his own practice’. (Makélá / Nimkulral 2011 p2) Art and Design practices
have unique insights that need to have critical reflection to locate and contribute to
critical research. ‘The exploration of knowledge partly through making artefacts has
brought a new dimension to design research as the practitioner informs the nature of
the researcher role, not only creates an artefact but also documents, contextualises
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and interprets the artefacts as well as the process of making them’. (Schön 2011 p1)
The artist limited to their own practice without contextual referencing and relevance
misses the premise of doctorial research that needs the research ‘to change, inform
and have impact of consequence’. (Biggs 2006)
Scrivener cautions that, the making methodology ‘does not necessarily
demonstrate knowledge, ideas and intentions’. (2002) This is not to say practice is not
valid, instead the practice has to determine why and what of its nature makes it valid
critical knowledge. Stockerson states ‘experiential knowledge, thinking and knowing
are at the heart of design, (2009). While this maybe universally accepted as a
prerequisite of design, we have to make explicit our intentions. ‘Knowledge production
in practice has far greater potential than being a curious sidetrack in academic
research’. (Sevaldson 2010 p30) According to Dorst, the practitioner’s expertise
pertinent for design research is borne out of ‘gathering of inspiration, building up a
stock of useful or admired precedents and self education, to stay abreast of the ever
changing field’. (2009) Yet for this expertise to have benefit to research, it must have
rigorous critical evaluation as to their relevance appropriateness. This researcher would
argue that the defence and justification of such practices had to be used as the
philosophical critical question could not be answered by any other means. Fleishman
terms ‘creative discover’ as demonstrative of the relationship between these creative
processes and the knowledge gained. ‘This concept underlines the importance of the
two-fold process of making and reflecting and the knowledge that this process might be
able to reveal’. (Fleishman 2009 p.3) This design strategy makes a valid contribution to
‘research building’.
This researcher’s method of inquiry of practice-based questioned the fundamental
definition of what constitutes a pair through shoe-derived forms created by textiles
processes. The shoe motif complimented the research of visual surfaces made or
exploited in Venice, paired with the painted object, by Carpaccio’s of ‘Two Venetian
Women’ (circa 1495) which depicts a pair of ‘chopines’ shoes. The ‘language’ of a pair
questioned shoe-derived forms as a vehicle for narrating philosophical preponderances
of a pair. The outcomes found components of the binary pair are not passive equality
of replication; instead these binary forces are indicative of design processes between
the intuitive maker and that of critical thinking outcomes. The affinity of the
experiential methodology harnesses the activity as opposed to predicting the activity to
establish results. When design is paired with practice based research criteria there is a
negotiation as to what these matrix actually are and what identifying traits they should
communicate. Practice based research or interdisciplinarity increasingly needs ‘the
ability to communicate and get into dialogue with .…other knowledge producers, in
ones own, as well as other disciplines and fields’. (Dunin-Woyseth / Nilsson 2012 p9)
The shoe motif becomes artefact, visual communicator, narrator, and protagonist. The
research necessitates crossing into Material Culture, Venetian Art History, and Culture
Studies of Venice. There was a need to understand the notion of artefacts collected,
horded, social codifier, metaphor, fetishism / gender signifier. The making of artefact
contextualized research in the applied arts, craft debates and narrative for sculpture /
installation and audience engagement. One could argue, such breadth of terrains
studied, only brings together already known knowledge yet the outcomes resulting
from the subjects linked together in the common goal of establishing new insights or
‘changed knowledge’ that contribute to the field.
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Morphing Practices
The immersion in a rigorous research process is not always truly contextualized or
acknowledged until there is time to reflect on what is a research continuum. A
continuum that is not an even paced trajectory, but a sequential if not a consequential
response. The progression of research morphs the process(s) often into other
practices. What arises out of the practice based experience is the ‘label’ of that of
‘practitioner’. While suggestive of having a practice (or practices) without saying what
the practice is, does not perturb as the practices (or the expertise in given fields) is now
multi faceted. The core visual applied arts practice has morphed into a teaching
practice, to that of educational researcher. Scrivener acknowledges that there is
now an education culture / research culture / design culture resulting in the
triangulated roles of designer, researcher and education. (2008) These practices
now straddle the practice-based to that of practice-led. For the maker / researcher
what surfaces, is to question what happens the making practice as the research
practice does not necessarily now need to be make in order to resolve a question.
While not predicted, prescribed or preordained, research does not come to an end,
as Le Feurve has said ‘grammatically artwork becomes a comma rather than a full
stop’(2005) This is equally relevant to that of a research practice. The research can
often move into other domains, with emphasizes on different modes of practices. The
starting point was practice-based, the experiential mode alongside a developing critical
reflective practice. For many makers, the process of making does not want to dissect
or be interrupted by other modes of critical documentation, articulation and
textualization. Yet while often problematic for the maker; like any other practice,
research needs to be practiced, ‘which like any skills, have to be learned by doing the
task in practical situations under supervision’. (Phillips / Pugh 2005 pp20-22) Often the
starting stance of research takes the view that the making process and its artefact
outcomes are in themselves justification, that ‘the artwork itself is knowledge’,
(Scrivener 2002) but now this researcher’s experiential understanding is that the made
artefact do not have inherent knowledge. ‘Objects alone cannot embody knowledge
because they need to be interpreted in order to communicate knowledge’. (Biggs 2002
p23-24) The making process and the made object need other critical means by which
to reflect, interpret and communicate. One could argue that both these processes of
reflexive and reflective are practice-based activities, on the other hand reflection could
be argued as practice-led. While the nature of reflective and reflexive can be unpicked,
they are imperatives in all design thinking. ‘Design thinking is more or less the same in
all cases,……(but) there is a huge variety in kinds of design reasoning’. (Dorst 2010
p138) While these issues may be pure semantics, they could not have surfaced without
experiencing of and immersion in, the critical research process that propelled the
investigation. It is in the ‘reasoning’ ‘from different direction and confront, integrate
and contextualizes this knowledge’ (Stappers 2007) that arguably is of value for
research.
By definition a PhD holder is a researcher and being research active is an imperative
of that practice to create a continuum in the post doctorial space for research activities.
The key ‘discovery’ is that the research practice has changed from practice-based to
one that is led by the knowledge from having a visual arts practice, and from practicing
research. ‘Practice-led has been used by some authors in preference to the term
practice-based, in order to acknowledge the change in emphasis from the production
of original artifacts to the integration of artistic practice to the research practice’
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(Lycouris 2011 pp 62-63). The research of this individual still has the shoe as the
centrally object, but there is not the singular activity and exclusivity to make the nonexistent pairs of shoes, instead the research has led the shoe motif into domains and
territories of material culture; archiving, cataloguing, documentation collection, social
record. One aspect of the developing research practice is in the study of a physical
shoe collection from a closed Irish shoe shop has moved a central issue into other
domains. The shoe stock was amassed over a time span of late 1950’s to mid 1990’s.
Most are Irish made, a reminder of a once thriving indigenous manufacturing industry
now extinct. The collection reflects the fashions, social norms of this rural Irish
community. Therefore the research strategies have morphed into ‘sub-clusters’ of
documentation, archiving and generation of a collection. This employs other
taxonomies and epistemologies as the outcome is (hoped) to move into areas of social
anthropology in an historical Irish context.
‘Creative practice itself is developing towards transdisciplinarity and emerging as a
confident research area. It also demonstrates development towards an increasing
multiplicity’. (Sevaldson 2010 p15) The emerging of amalgamations of ‘plinarities’ will
see the research added too, but also the trajectory allows research to relocate. The
means by which this occurs is indicative of interdisciplinary strategies. What equally
emerges is the emphasis of the educational value of practice-based methodologies;
how they change, inform and determine research pathways, outcomes, clusters,
audience, dissemination strategies, for the institute as a knowledge producer.
This morphing means the researcher, armed with a suite of 'knowings' adds to their
experiential repertoire that simultaneously often moves into other subjects and
methods. To be able to claim that this is pertinent to research as opposed to an
‘interest’, there needs, at all times rigorous defends as to their appropriateness to
enable to answer the inquiry. The developing research trajectory must still have
relevance. Caution has to be exercised in this transition or morphing, being cognisant of
previously gained knowledge and experiences shifting and widening into other areas
that have been less grounded in critical experience.

The Professional Practice
Love questions ‘how professional practice can get fed back into research’. (2006). As
Art and Design institutes locate themselves in the research university culture; this
becomes a very pertinent question. On the flip slide of the question Phillips asks how is
‘the relevance of research activities advocated by the university appropriate
apprenticeship for a professional art practice’. (Phillips1998)
Indeed we should acknowledge that it has been in the practice-based methodology
that there have been the widest debates in research strategies and changes over the
last three decades. This in itself causes anxiety for academia by this shifting, highly
interpretative area of research that breaks imperial views and certainties especially in
the appropriate methods to communicate made outcomes. Practice-based methods
allows for interdisciplinary / multidisciplinary or transdisaplinary in location to wider
critical domains that will have impact on the research culture ‘provoking change and
iterative imaginative steps forward’. (Sevaldson 2010 p20)
Having said this, practice-based equally is seen as a ‘weak link’ because it has
opened up the otherwise elite exclusivity of the traditional, formal imperial views of
research. Practice-based can be seen as the ‘rogues’ of academia that are getting in
the back door. Often the ‘weak link’ or the ‘casualty’ in utilizing this methodology is the
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core professional practice. Successful professional practices are not necessarily that of
research and do not in themselves create a base for a research practice. Hanrahan says
‘art (design) practice and research practice are not the same’. (Colford 2005). The
professional practice is more often than not led to critical research. For the designer
this is often a clearer relationship than that of the artist. One of the dilemmas of the
use of a professional practice (in this researcher’s case that of an applied artist) is what
happens to that core practice of making after a critical project / inquiry has been
answered? A ‘maker’, often still has a need to make, to engage with an audience that
now can split the once holistic reflexive / reflective art practice for research needs. The
creative practice may exist as a parallel continuing professional activity alongside that
of the predominate research practice. If the physically made outcomes are indicative of
the research they can not be as ‘natural drift’ whereby there is a tendency for a
designer / artist ‘towards a certain way of working’. If the practice of making is to be
critically used as research outcomes, it needs to be innovative, ’where change is
becoming more rapid in pace, challenging the very core practice experience’. (Dorst
2009)
Knowledge of and experience born out of the professional situation can and should
inform research. For many in the institute they were happy to keep their professional
practices separate from the institute. This is changing, where by the distinct roles of the
institutional profession and that of outside profession needs to become that of holistic
research profile. The creation of a research culture by identifying prioritises and
interests of staff needs to be driven / activated into a critical mass that not only reflect
but innovate the landscape of our respected educational domains. The Design
professional practices are varied from the individual experiential expertise crafting
artist experience, to that of team /collaborative / consultancy context (that often exists
with greater ease in design). It is the expertise of the professions that has in the past
been of interest for the institute to inform teaching strategies. We are charged now as
professional educators to be research active to critically view real world scenarios to
create a culture of research. The visual creative profession is twined with that of
educational profession morphing into that of the educator / researcher profession.

The Practice of Research
‘Design is the key to research. Research has to be
designed….. research is a design act. Considering design
carefully (making theory from or even researching it)
can reveal how better to act, do research – to design
research’. (Glanville, 1999 p.90).
No matter of the successes of an individual’s professional practice it is only of
benefit to knowledge building when it adheres to the criteria of the research agenda.
The practice of research is often a hard one for the successful practitioner with a rich
professional experience. The practices of research shifts the experiential traditions
from the ‘insider’, vocational, expert / master with connoisseurship of the field to that
of critical, objective outsider role which, adjudication of these experiential practices to
benefit critical research.
‘Practice is an activity which can be employed in
research, the method or methodology must always
include an explicit understanding of how the practice
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contributes to the inquiry and research is distinguished
from other forms of practice by that explicit
understanding’ (Rust et al., 2007: 11 p 21)
The fact there is a myriad of approaches to Design Research means we have to be
more explicit and exact in defining the rich landscapes of design research and Design
research practices. ‘The aim is not to narrow down the field and arrive at a simplified
consensus but to open up the field and give design researchers access to a rich
repertoire of possible research perspectives’ (Sevaldson 2010p9)
Practice-based inquiry emphasis the artefact as an outcome, equally the research in
itself should be seen as a tangible crafted outcome. The research practice should dovetail with other practices. ‘We can argue that research is also an artefact, look at
research as a craft. This perspective might be useful to keep in mind when attempting
to bridge the gap between theorizing and practising and when looking at research as a
skill and practice’. (Booth, Colomb & Williams 2008) What is clear is that research like
anything needs to be practiced and exercised and that it takes skill and know-how to
exact it. The language used in the aforementioned quote seems even more nuanced to
this researcher as an applied artist (in Design) of the crafting / making experience.
Understanding research as a skill to be practiced and perfected allows for the different
activities to be underpinned by a commonality that sees these activities as mutually in
need of each other. The reflexive / reflective making of practice-based often needs the
‘entanglement of processes’ to make sense of how best these activities inform,
influence and infuse each other. (Farher 2009)
The experiential often takes on the introspective nature of the researcher as author,
practitioner and maker, whereby this complex process while legitimate, needs rigorous
defending and understanding by the institute how this can be supported and found
pertinent for Research. The imperative lies with ‘practice as a theory building activity’
(Sevaldson 2010 p14) to articulate, (by various means and methods), argue / debate /
defend and rationalize the personal and therefore subjective, to be comparable with
that of objective formal discourse.
Horváth sees design research as a ‘conduit’ ‘between “basic” research and practical
application’ that involves, design context, design inclusive and practice based methods.
(2007) Formal research often is for a limited peer group, the use of practice(s) means
this interdisciplinary approach widens the critical audience base. This in itself can be
problematic for critical appraisal as design and practice–based methodologies often are
seen as ‘magpie’ taking and dipping into critical domains. This is a fundamental debate
how we gain knowledge, how it is disseminated back into the educational institute
must be a key consequence of research and have ‘‘impact of consequence’. (Biggs
2006) The outcome should not be seen as a definitive end of the inquiry, instead it
should be part of a continuum in the culture of research building, an area that design
has much to contribute.

Practice for / in the Institute
The morphing of practices is a difficult one to navigate in the institute, as quickly
one can be faced with criticism of knowing things only superficially with no right to
claim the accolade of the connoisseur of the knowledge. This can be one of down sides
of the philosophical practice–based route. Having once proved and argued that the
work has to be made because it did not exist, leading to answering the question in this

1036

Design knowledge from practice(s)

way, the making process may not be justifiable as it may merely be perceived as a
continuing professional practice or seen as new art production.. Yet if the research’s
aim is one of ‘enhancement of perspectives’ as opposed to ‘a quest for certainty’
(Baron / Eisner 1997 p95) we can see the potential that the experiential / making
practice can have insights, inform and contribute to research building. Brown sees
potential of the critical and practical ‘reasoning’ brought to bare on research of the
‘complexities, irrationalities and absurdities’. (2000)
Practice methodologies can have valid contributions to research and a core means
to gain knowledge. ‘This unique core of design research is found in Research by Design,
where the design researcher is also a practitioner ……combined with a reflexive mode
of inquiry that helps make design knowledge explicit’. (Sevaldson 2010 p9) The
resulting change in the nature of the practitioner see the practice used for research, in
turn whereby the research informs and shapes the professional practice(s).
The shifting polemics in Design, constantly questions what is ‘Design’, an adjective
and a verb, it sometimes moves uneasily through the institute never quite being about
often be confused with critical design research. Productive activity may be an
institute’s priorities and interests but are not necessarily or automatically driven
activities of a research collective / cluster.
More and more the researcher has to question the relevance of their research to
the institute. PhD research’s main aim is to gain and disseminate ‘new’ knowledge that
has to have impact and create a continuum for research building. The contemporary
institute context demands research is relevant with increasing pressure to gain funding.
‘Agendas for research development are often shaped by political and economic forces
external (to that of) art and design institute’. (2012 Remaking Conference) This
alignment with funding agencies and industry is more sympathetic to the collaborative
projects of a cluster. Research interests therefore have to be driven and orchestrated
for them to be a ‘cluster’ that in turn is more receptive to building a research culture.
The smaller institute of specialist subject domains like an art and design college often
lags behind this university made model of research. Yet there are opportunities for the
small institutes to exploit its uniqueness and take ownership of the niche knowledge’s
and methodological approaches to creative thinking. ‘Competences being negotiated
will be operative and useful as a pedagogical tool in research education…as well as in
dialogues between research professionals and practice professionals’. (Dunin-Woyseth
& Nilsson 2012 p9). For the individual researcher such as often found in the fine art /
applied art areas, Visual Culture and Art History, the critical question and research
activities are measured against the need for this activity to be done because it is
contributing to knowledge production, still has to be driven and have clear intention
and location in a clustered critical mass.
‘The communication of the research is more than learning to gain knowledge
but also a contribution to teaching and the imparting of knowledge’. (McAllister
2009) The institute as a collective has to drive how best to communicate the changing
landscapes of practice based core activities. While many sectors of research are
creative in their thinking, art and design are unique in their communicating by visual
means and visual outcomes. Equally the applied artist / designer with a focus on the
materiality and of the making process, should see this as knowledge that has to be
taught, learnt, experienced, understood as being of critical value to forming research.
We need to see what we do as valid and relevant and true to our domains. McGuirk
cautions ‘scholastic disposition that undermines the embodiment, situations and
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practical aspects of art and design production’. (2011) The driving of research activities
into research clusters is now the aim of art and design institutes with agendas to
create, change socialite and influence and innovate culture.

Conclusion
The practice of art and design and the practices inherit in these fields of study
allows for Design’s re invention; not merely to solve problems, fixing things that have
been already created. But to see the interdisciplinary nature of creative thinking
overlaps into other domains as contemporary pre-requisite of Design at large, but as
Research as a whole. Design and the breadth it encompass is charged with envisaging
new research strategies and outcomes, drawing from and driven to what it is to newly
think, understand and shape culture.
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